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CONSUMER AND PRODUCT SAFETY DAY  

SHANGHAI EXPO  
TUESDAY 26 OCTOBER 2010, 10:00HRS 

 
 

KEYNOTE SPEECH 
 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am delighted to be in Shanghai and at this impressive 

Expo. 

I would like to extend a very warm welcome to all 

participants in this conference on Consumer Policy in the 

European Union.  

In these times of economic turbulence and growing global 

interdependence, we cannot underestimate the important 

role of consumer policy in strengthening consumer 

confidence - a key pillar for growth.  

Today’s speakers will offer an insight into different 

aspects of European Consumer Policy.  

For my part, I would like to focus on what I consider to be 

the core principles.  
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Safety 

The principle right at the top - is putting safety first. The 

fundamental objective of consumer policy is to ensure 

that all consumer products - from food or cosmetics to 

pharmaceuticals - are safe. 

The European Union has in place a robust framework to 

protect consumers from unsafe goods in the EU. But we 

constantly strive for improvement.  

The General Product Safety Directive is aimed at 

ensuring a high level of product safety for all consumer 

products throughout the European Union. It is 

complemented by a Regulation concerning the safety of 

the products that are specifically regulated at EU level. 

In the field of cosmetics, a new Regulation, also seeking 

to increase the safety of these specific products, will 

shortly enter into force.  

While protecting consumers' safety, we want to ensure 

that we do not prevent new innovative products from 

entering the market. 
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Evidence-base  

This leads me to the principle that underlines all EU 

policy, and that is evidence-based policy making. In order 

to be relevant and effective, legislation has to be based 

on hard facts.  

Sound science underpins the high level of safety that 

European consumers currently enjoy. The challenge is to 

keep it that way. 

Nevertheless, the requirements for placing a product on 

the market must be proportionate to potential risks to 

consumers. Pre-market authorisation for cosmetic 

products, for example, introduces unnecessary delays in 

the system.  

We should allow new, innovative products easier access 

to the market. We need to be at the cutting edge of 

innovative technology whist, at the same time, ensuring 

that matters of safety are properly addressed. In 

strengthening European consumer policy we need a 

sound evidence base on which we can rely. 
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For this purpose, we have developed ways to closely 

monitor the European internal market of 500 million 

consumers to identify where it is failing to meet 

consumers' needs and interests.  

We can then decide how to best address those 

shortcomings, whether through legislation or through 

encouraging self-regulation by industry.  

The principles I have referred to so far - safety and 

evidence-based policy – are the very basis for our 

approach regarding standards.  

Whenever possible, we support the move towards 

international standards, based on scientific evidence. 

Common, or at least convergent, standards reduce the 

risk of sub-standard products being sold.  

Common standards make it easier for industry to comply 

with common, widely recognised, rules. This is good for 

markets, good for businesses, and crucially, this is good 

for consumers. 

 

Empowerment 
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At this point, I would like to turn to another key principle of 

European consumer policy, which is the empowerment of 

consumers through information, enforcement and 

redress. 

Well-thought-out legislation, a well-designed regulatory 

framework and adequate standards are worthless if 

consumers are not aware of them and if the rules are not 

properly enforced.  

Information 

Consumers today are required to make more and more 

complex choices, both in terms of products and services. 

We therefore need to make sure that they are equipped 

with the right information so that they are able to make 

these choices.  Yet of course we need to provide 

information that can be clearly understood.   

This means, for instance, clear labelling and information 

for everyday consumer products such as electrical goods 

or toys. 
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For example, I would like to draw your attention to the 

new picture book on toy safety that the European 

Commission has produced. This book illustrates tips for 

consumers purchasing toys in a clear and amusing way, 

and has been translated in Chinese for this event with 

copies available for the participants to today's conference. 

I am really convinced that well-informed consumers are 

best placed to influence the development of the market 

and the shaping of a consumer policy that suits their 

need.  

However, all too often, the voice of consumers is not 

strong enough and therefore the role of their 

representatives is key. 

For this purpose, the European Commission supports 

financially European consumer organisations. And I wish 

to take the opportunity to welcome here today the 

participation of BEUC, the European Consumers' 

Organisation and ANEC the European consumer voice in 

standardisation. 

Enforcement   
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As we all know consumers' awareness must go hand in 

hand with public enforcement. Through our Rapid Alert 

System for dangerous consumer products (RAPEX), we 

are able to swiftly exchange information between Member 

States and the European Commission on products that 

pose a serious risk to the health and safety of consumers. 

I am proud to say that RAPEX is growing in capacity and 

effectiveness.  

Yet at the same time, the flow of goods is increasing and 

supply chains are becoming more complex. Working 

together across our borders and across our oceans is 

becoming increasingly necessary.  

In this context RAPEX-China is a great success. Since 

the RAPEX-China system was launched four years ago, 

the Chinese authorities have investigated over 1,300 

RAPEX notifications.  

These measures go a long way towards improving the 

safety of Chinese products exported to the European 

market. These figures are proof that our joint collaboration 

has brought tangible results. 
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Similarly, two years ago, we launched the trilateral 

approach on product safety together with China and the 

US. This approach seeks to build mutual trust and 

develop a coordinated response on product safety 

concerns. I consider this to be a clear demonstration of 

our commitment to help improve the health and safety of 

consumers across our three continents. 

Redress 

Providing consumers with adequate redress is also a key 

driver for proper enforcement. It acts as a powerful 

deterrent against businesses that may be tempted to not 

play by the rules.  

Sometimes, though, the voice of a lone consumer is not 

effective enough. This is why, we are currently working to 

ensure that groups of European consumers who are 

harmed by the same illegal practice could join forces, 

both in court and out-of-court in order to obtain redress. 

I would like to underline that such procedures should 

respect the legal traditions of the European Union and 

avoid the downside of US-style class actions. 

 

New challenges 
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I have talked about the core principles underlying 

European Consumer Policy. Yet the road ahead is not 

free of hurdles. There are many questions that have to be 

further explored:  

• To ensure that the "micro-decisions" taken each day, 

by each consumer, contribute to an overall sustainable 

pattern of consumption. From buying the most energy 

efficient light-bulbs, to using the most energy efficient 

modes of transport to get to work – all these decision 

make a difference. 

• How can we address the needs of older consumers? 

This is a question that rapidly ageing societies will have 

to deal with very soon. 

• At a time where e-commerce is evolving at an ever-

faster rate, how can we protect the interests of 

consumer in an on-line marketplace? For instance, 

more and more counterfeit, often dangerous, products 

are sold over the internet. How can this be addressed? 

These are challenges we all face. These are challenges 

we all address – in our own way. Yet by working 

individually our results will remain limited. I strongly 

believe that by working in a spirit of cooperation and 

coordination we can do even better. 
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Conclusion 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The principles I have outlined today have one thing in 

common. And that is - We need informed and confident 

consumers who can make the market work for them.  

At a time of deep austerity measures, it is consumers who 

will help drive the economy forward. 

But only by deepening our cooperation, in the internal 

market and across the borders, we can dismantle the 

barriers to trade, improve product safety and boost 

consumer confidence for the benefit of all. 

Thank you. 

 
End 
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